Coopers Rock State Forest: How to Address Operations Cost and Shortfalls by Moore, Sullivan Wilcox
Capstones and Honors Theses Undergraduate Research 
2020 
Coopers Rock State Forest: How to Address Operations Cost and 
Shortfalls 
Sullivan Wilcox Moore 
swm0002@mix.wvu.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://researchrepository.wvu.edu/cap_theses 
Recommended Citation 
Moore, Sullivan Wilcox, "Coopers Rock State Forest: How to Address Operations Cost and Shortfalls" 
(2020). Capstones and Honors Theses. 15. 
https://researchrepository.wvu.edu/cap_theses/15 
This Undergraduate Thesis Campus Access is brought to you for free and open access by the Undergraduate 
Research at The Research Repository @ WVU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Capstones and Honors Theses 
by an authorized administrator of The Research Repository @ WVU. For more information, please contact 
ian.harmon@mail.wvu.edu. 
 










Thesis Submitted to the Honors College at West Virginia University 
 
In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of  
 
Bachelor of Science in  





Advisor: Heather Stephens, Ph. D 
 





















 Public lands provide opportunities for recreation and an escape from urban life. Coopers 
Rock State Forest in West Virginia features scenic views, hiking and biking trails, and other 
opportunities to get out and enjoy nature. However, despite increases in visitation, Coopers 
Rock operates under a deficit and faces backlogs of maintenance. Thus, this research attempts 
to estimate a value of Coopers Rock to visitors using the travel cost method and evaluates 
several fee-based policies through which Coopers Rock could capitalize on this visitation. Our 
results suggest that there are a range of values to visitors of visiting Coopers Rock State Forest 
up to about $23.60 per visit. However, more research is needed to get a more accurate cost, as 
this method did not account for variation in gas prices, where visitors came from and the travel 
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Introduction 
 Coopers Rock State Forest has been a public land since 1929 (WV Forestry). It is a 
current spot for recreational activities for students at West Virginia University, other residents 
of Morgantown, West Virginia, residents of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and others. Located just 
off Interstate 68, Coopers Rock State Forest is home to a variety of hiking and camping spots, as 
well as cross-country skiing, bouldering, climbing, trout fishing and river rafting. As one can see, 
there are many reasons to visit. 
 But Coopers Rock State Forest has a problem. The forest is operating in a deficit. Despite 
its popularity, Coopers Rock State Forest does not bring in enough money to sustain itself. Due 
to this lack of money, Coopers Rock State Forest has a list of maintenance and other projects 
they are unable to be completed and continue to be delayed.  
 This research will discuss ways Coopers Rock State Forest can begin to break-even, or 
potentially make a profit, by capitalizing on its popularity and variety of recreational activities. 
These methods include charging visitors per visit and differentiating between resident and 
nonresident visitors for options. There is also a suggestion to complete more research and use a 
more formal application of the travel cost method to get more accurate information on visitors’ 
willingness to pay to visit Coopers Rock.  
 
Literature Review 
Many previous papers have attempted to estimate the benefit to visitors of having 
access to recreational lands and activities and to consider the costs of running such facilities.   
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Bergstrom et al. (1998) use the travel cost method to find an individual’s willingness to 
pay for recreational activities, such as waterskiing, developed camping, and sightseeing in 
different places in the U.S.  This method uses the costs of travel as a proxy for the benefit that 
an individual gets from these activities. They suggest that visitors value these activities and the 
charging a fee may be one way for public lands to capture this benefit.   
 Fretwell and Podolsky (1982) find that local management of parks may help them better 
manage their revenues.  Parks struggle when their revenues are not put back into the park itself 
or their use of resources is limited by other factors. By allowing individual park units to manage 
their own resources, park units may be able to profit or may be able to more sustainably 
operate. While Coopers Rock State Forest brings in money from sustainable forestry, if it is able 
to keep its revenues, it could use them to invest in recreational infrastructure, etc. 
 Godfrey (2001) examines the idea of using “fair market value” (Godfrey 12) to set fees. 
In other words, charging individuals the price of the use they receive from federal land.  This 
idea could also be applied to the use of state land. However, one challenge is knowing what 
value they receive or how to put a dollar value on it.  Godfrey also displayed how resources 
owned by the parks can be used to help funding, if the parks are able to keep their own 
revenue generated and use it indiscriminately. If parks could do this, they would be able to 
generate their own revenue and use it where it is needed most. 
 Similar to this, Hollenhorst and Salstrom (1994) attempted to combine the public use 
with the public policy in the form of a “Conservation Passport” (Hollenhorst & Salstrom 21). 
These are essentially licenses where each individual would be charged for their land use with 
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different activities costing different amounts. This is not a new idea, as Americans already have 
hunting and fishing licenses, and this would be a similar concept.  
One challenge behind all of these proposals is that policymakers need to be able to 
assign a value to activities for which there is no market.  Multiple papers have used the travel 
cost method (Bergstrom 1998, Parsons 2017, Liu et al. 2019, etc.). This method uses the costs 
that people pay to travel to the public lands to proxy for the willingness to pay for that activity.  
Thus, in evaluating policies, we will consider this method.  
 
Brief History of Coopers Rock State Forest 
 Coopers Rock State Forest was commissioned in 1927, after primarily being used for iron 
mining for 129 years before that (WV Forestry). It is one of seven state forests in West Virginia 
(Figure 1). Coopers Rock State Forest is located about 12 miles east of Morgantown, West 
Virginia (Figure 2), and adjacent to Interstate 68 which opened in 1992. Coopers Rock State 
Forest is a major source of timber which is used for a variety of things including telephone poles 
and shingles (WV Forestry). West Virginia University also has a plot of land in Coopers Rock 
State Forest, the WVU Research Forest, that is 7,068 acres large (WV Forestry).  
 
Data 
 Data were gathered from Coopers Rock State Forest on all revenues and operating costs 
from 2005 to 2019. In addition, data were obtained on attendance records from 2005 to 2009.  
To show trends, the data were graphed.  The Net Revenue by Fiscal Year graph (Figure 
3) shows that while there is not constant growth or decline, the State Forest consistently 
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operated at a fiscal loss during this time.  This is shown by the negative revenue stream 
displayed.  
 In Figure 4, the attendance record is graphed. Due to the limited availability of these 
data, a line of best fit is drawn to show any trends after 2009, with a slope of 12260 and a R-
squared value of 0.893. While the data are not the best, overall, it appears that attendance has 
been increasing over time.  
Combining the two datasets allows us to consider the net revenue per visitor over time 
(Figure 5). There, we see a constant trend of negative revenue per visitor. For this graph, we 
assumed that the attendance after 2009 stayed constant at the 2009 level, due to the missing 
attendance data after that time. 
 
Budget Problem 
 As shown, Coopers Rock State Forest has been operating at a deficit since at least 2005. 
This has led the State forest to request funds from the state and the federal government to 
help cover excess costs and has led to some projects being placed on hold until funding can be 
received. As noted above, Coopers Rock State Forest does raise some funds from its active 
timber business, but this is not listed as a revenue source in their data, so it is unclear if they 
keep it.  We consider whether a policy change could allow Coopers Rock State Forest to cover 
its costs rather than operating at a loss.   Ecotourism is growing (Balmford et al. 2009), thus, 
Coopers Rock State Forest may have an opportunity to capitalize on this and shrink, if not 




 To combat the lack of funding for Coopers Rock State Forest, a variety of tools can be 
implemented. One such tool would be a variation on the “Conservation Passport” idea 
(Hollenhorst & Salstrom 21). In other words, Coopers Rock State Forest could charge a fee to 
visitors. The fee could be charged to everyone, regardless of their use, like the idea proposed 
during the 2017 legislative session in West Virginia to charge $2 per car for daily or $12 annually 
(AP 2017). Another idea would be to charge the same sort of fee only to nonresident (non-West 
Virginia residents) visitors. Based on the data, Figure 6 illustrates the growing trend of the 
percentage of nonresident visitors. These visitors are already from outside of West Virginia and 
have made the trip to visit Coopers Rock State Forest, showing their willingness to pay to visit. 
Charging just these individuals a fee as low as $2.12 would have covered all excess costs of 
operating the State Forest in any recorded year. A fee of just $5 would allow the State Forest at 
least partially to deal with its project backlog.    
 To get a better idea of the amount to charge visitors, we could use the travel cost 
method to assess individuals’ willingness to pay to visit Cooper Rock.  The travel cost method 
has been established as a useful tool to help establish the amount park visitors would be willing 
to pay (Bergstrom 1998, Parsons 2017, Liu et al. 2019, etc.).  The travel cost method involves 
conducting a detailed survey to learn more about where nonresident visitors are from. 
However, one problem with this approach might be that the State Forest is very close to West 
Virginia University. This may skew some visitors’ data because while they may be from much 
farther away, they would be only driving from Morgantown (the same distance as a state 
resident). This means their willingness to pay is likely lower. Another factor that would have to 
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be considered here is the funding for the research. Collecting the data would add to the 
operating costs of the forest for the duration of the research. Nevertheless, having these data 
may, in the long run, allow Coopers Rock to capitalize on the value that visitors place on it.   
 A third policy option, would be to charge visitors based on use. Prior research suggests 
that users have different willingness to pay values based on their exact use (Bergstrom et. al 
1998). If Coopers Rock State Forest were to assess each visitor’s use, they could charge a 
differing rate, and charge those with the highest value the most. There are several barriers to 
this as enforcement would be needed and it may be difficult to get an accurate value of the 
willingness to pay.   
 To demonstrate a simple Travel Cost valuation method, we have gathered data from the 
U.S. Energy Information Administration, the Bureau of Transportation Statistics and DataUSA. 
These data are used to estimate a simplified travel cost model to show how varying costs can 
be found for each visitor. In this method, all out-of-state visitors are assumed to come from 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, because Pittsburgh is the nearest metropolitan area. There is also an 
assumption that each vehicle brings a 4-person load. Using the average Pittsburgh income of 
$59,710 per household, we estimate the average hourly rate of $28.71 per hour based on a 40-
hour work week (DATAUSA 2014). The distance from Pittsburgh to Coopers Rock State Forest is 
69 miles and it is estimated to take one and a half hours each way. We then calculate the cost 
of travel using the average cost of gas in January 2020 in the U.S. of $2.67 a gallon (EIA 2020) 
and the average fuel efficiency in light duty vehicles in the U.S. in 2017 of 22.3 miles per gallon 
(BTS 2019). With this information, an equation was created for Pittsburgh residents visiting 
Coopers Rock State Forest for a day trip.  
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𝑇𝐶 = 2.67𝑔𝑎𝑠 + 28.71ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑟𝑠 
 
Using this we estimate that the travel cost for each nonresident vehicle from Pittsburgh is 
$94.39 round trip. If this were split four ways, to account for four people in the car, we would 
estimate a rough willingness to pay per visitor is $23.60.  
 This new number is significantly higher than is needed to address the costs of running 
Coopers Rock State Park, as noted above, just $5 would even allow Coopers Rock to start 
dealing with its maintenance backlog.  And, it must be reiterated that this is a rough estimate 
about who is visiting Coopers Rock and what type of vehicle and career the person has. Since 
some of the out-of-state residents may be students at West Virginia University, or their 
families, they might not be willing to pay this much. More research should be done to gather 
data to accurately estimate the willingness to pay for visiting Coopers Rock State Forest and to 
establish a fee that would help Coopers Rock State Park operate efficiently. 
 
Conclusion 
 While there are gaps in the data and, generally not enough data to make any bold 
assessments, some trends are clear and need to be recognized. Coopers Rock State Forest has 
been operating in a deficit for at least the past 15 years, but likely longer.   
 There are ways of combating this deficit. As shown, a reasonable fee could be charged 
to visitors, with conditions, such as only charging out-of-state residents. The state forest could 
8  
become profitable and use this money for their project backlog or to expand on their existing 
services.  
 A potential policy could be charging $3 per vehicle as was similarly suggested in 2017. 
Instead of the $2 per vehicle that was previously suggested, the $3 per vehicle charge would 
allow Coopers Rock State Forest to make more money to combat their deficit. If this idea is 
combined with the rough travel cost estimate from above, the $3 per vehicle charge could 
apply to vehicles with West Virginia license plates and a higher fee of $10 per vehicle could be 
charged to vehicles with other states’ license plates. This would help account for the additional 
cost these visitors are willing to pay.  
 Really any policy to charge a small fee would be beneficial to Coopers Rock State Forest. 
Their backlog of projects could begin to be dealt with and their deficit would disappear. Ideally, 
a full survey of visitors would be conducted in order to understand fully the willingness to pay 
of visitors. However, even with the basic research in this paper, we have shown that a minimal 
fee would help address the budget problems of Coopers Rock State Forest and ensure it can be 















Figure 4: Coopers Rock State Forest Visitors 
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